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Jack Benjamin: 
A LIFE IN THE THEATER
BY CHRIS QUIRK

The British theater critic Kenneth Tynan said 
that a novel is a static thing that one moves 
through, and that a play is a dynamic thing 

that moves past one. In this sense, theater does not 
just emulate life, it embodies the flow and vicissitudes 
of life more faithfully than its sister arts. 

For his valedictory production at USC Aiken, 
theater professor Jack Benjamin chose to direct “Our 
Town,” a play stripped to the essentials of theater 
that, in it’s simplicity, reverberates poignantly with 
the rhythms of lived experience.  

“Our Town,” featuring an expanded cast 
of students and alumni, was performed at the 
Etherredge Center in October. In June, Benjamin, 
who after 41 years of directing theater in colleges 
and universities — including more than 30 years at 
USC Aiken — will step down as head of the theater 
department.

Set in the early 1900s in a quaint, New 
Hampshire hamlet, “Our Town” is in the minds 
of many the quintessential American play. For 
Benjamin, the play is a perennial reminder of the 
importance of being aware of our gifts and of our 
lives. In the words of the Stage Manager character 
that narrates the play, “We all know that something 
is eternal. And it ain’t houses and it ain’t names, and 
it ain’t earth, and it ain’t even the stars ... There’s 
something way down deep that’s eternal about every 
human being.”

The play offered Benjamin an opportunity to 
present a world quite different from the current one, 
but a world that is for Benjamin, eminently worthy 
of our attention. “We are so busy as human beings 
now that we really don’t stop and look at each other. 
We don’t stop and talk to each other. The play is 
about life and everything that goes into life. It’s about 
how important that day-to-day communication and 
existence with other people is. And it really talks 
about small town America, and Aiken is small town 
America.” 

“Our Town” is more innovative than in often 
gets credit for now. There is no scenery and the play 
opens with a bare stage. There’s little indication a 
play is about to take place until the Stage Manager 
comes on and speaks. “It’s an actor’s dream because 
it’s about them and them creating,” said Benjamin. 
In a nod to the theme of community in the play, 
Benjamin invited past graduates of USC Aiken’s 
theater program to act in the production. “That was 
another reason I chose the play, to be able to invite 
current students and folks in the community as well 
as people I have been able to work with in the past to 
participate.” The play has a significant number of cast 
members in it, and several that are smaller roles that 
can be performed without extensive rehearsal, which 
were suitable for alumni traveling to Aiken for the 
show.

Benjamin was born and raised in the Washington, 
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D.C., area in the 1950s, and trips into town to see theater 
productions were a regular event. When he got involved 
in theatrical productions at school, he primarily worked 
backstage. The family moved to Dallas in 1966, and 
Benjamin’s interest in theater continued. He worked in 
musicals and dramatic productions, again remaining in the 
wings or the control booth. “I’ve never really been an actor,” 
Benjamin said. “I’ve done it just to make myself an honest 
director.” 

After earning both his bachelor’s and master’s degree from 
East Texas State University in Commerce, Texas (now a branch 
of Texas A&M University), 
Benjamin began his teaching 
career at Brookhaven College in 
the Dallas County Community 
Colleges District, where he 
stayed for eight years. He 
also did professional theater 
productions on the side before 
coming to Aiken in 1986. “I 
thought I was going to enjoy 
working in professional theater 
until I did the same show for 
seven months, and you know, it 
became a job. When you work 
in education, you’re going to 
get to do more than one show 
a year.” 

During his time at 
USC Aiken, the theater 
department has done 169 
different productions, with 
Benjamin directing 63 of them. 
Benjamin’s selection of plays 
has tended, for reasons both 
practical and pedagogical, to the 
American theater and musicals 
from the breadbasket of the 
20th century. “I’m a strong 
believer that today’s student 
needs to appreciate scripts that were written in the ‘30s or the 
‘60s, simply because I think they are getting lost. It’s a kind of 
history, and I’m trying to keep those things alive as much as 
anything.”

On the practical side, performing a play by Shakespeare 
poses what can be daunting hurdles of language and technique 

for actors in the early stages in the development of their craft. 
“We will do Shakespeare here when we can do it well. We’re 
always aware of where our acting students are in their process. 
We recently did a Shakespeare production, but it was after we 
had a significant number of students who had gone through 
the three levels of acting as well as voice for theater and were 
ready to tackle it.”

But Benjamin has not shied from difficult or controversial 
productions over the years. In 2003, he directed the Pulitzer 
Prize-winning “How I Learned to Drive,” by playwright 
Paula Vogel. “The play is about a teenaged girl who is 

sexually abused by her uncle, which the 
girl retells using the metaphor of how 
he taught her to drive a car,” said Dewey 
Scott-Wiley, associate professor of theater, 
and Benjamin’s colleague for more than 
20 years. “It is a deeply moving play, 
and the way Jack staged it in the small 
theater was incredibly moving — I was 
just mesmerized. Jack has always been 
brave enough to do contemporary plays 
that start conversations about things, 
and he has encouraged me to do them 
as well.” Wes Chick’s “Hotline,” which 
Benjamin directed in 1992, was another 
edgy production, one that went to the 
regionals of the Kennedy Center American 
College Theatre Festival, the nation’s 
premier competition for collegiate theater 
productions. 

As a teacher, Benjamin focuses on 
authenticity for his actors, a complete 
buy-in to the character to build a 
personality that is understood as honest 
by the audience. To do this, he works 
to eliminate frills and fripperies from 
performance — the kind of catchy surface 
effects that grab attention but often end 
up undermining the character’s integrity. 
“There are some actors that do things, what 

we call mechanically, and it just doesn’t work, in my opinion,” 
Benjamin said. “You have to feel it.”

Instead, Benjamin insists his actors do the homework, 
and inhabit their character from within, mining their own 
experience, intelligence and emotion to create their roles 
from the ground up. “That’s a little more Stanislavski than 
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maybe a lot of people believe,” Benjamin explained, referring 
to the Russian dramaturg who first created the system that 
ordained that actors should live their part in preparation and 
in performance. “We don’t watch a lot of videos or things like 
that because I’ve always worried that, with young actors, they 
would see other performances and then try and emulate them. 
That’s just creating somebody else’s work. You need to create 
your own. It’s fine to get some ideas, but you can’t allow that 
to drive you and your presentation.”

For Benjamin, a play is made meaningful to the audience 
in proportion to how successful the actors are in delivering 
their characters and, vitally, how they respond to each other 
on stage. “I tend to believe that theater is 
there to remind us, to show us, and to ask us 
questions,” Benjamin said. “We’re not here to 
preach. We’re here to ask you the questions 
and let you make the decisions. Theater and 
communication are just cause and effect. I 
say something to you, and you respond, and 
we keep going back and forth. Making that 
work in a scene means a lot of rehearsal time. 
Intense rehearsal time. “

One of the signal moments Benjamin 
recounts from “Our Town,” was when the 
young actor who played Emily clicked in her 
role during rehearsals. “It was a thrill to watch 
her experience that, to see her think ‘Oh, man, I understand 
this now.’ There is nothing better,” Benjamin said. The 
“eureka” moments are not limited to the stage. “When I would 
work with students on lighting designs or whatever, earlier 
in my career, and watch them figure things out, ‘Wow. You 
mean I can make a light do that and make an emotion, make 
the audience respond in that way just because of what I’m 
doing with lights?’ That’s just cool stuff. Yeah, you go through 
all the trials and tribulations and all the frustrations that they 
have, and all the times that they want to quit. Sometimes you 
hear, ‘Oh, my gosh, this is too hard, too much hard work. 
This is supposed to be fun.’ And then they realize, by putting 
that time in, that it does become fun. Then watching them 
experience an audience for the first time with that particular 
play, is really very cool.”

Miranda Spurgeon Lund ’01 recalled working with 
Benjamin in rehearsal. “He had his hand over his mouth in 
this pensive way, pacing back and forth in the audience. It was 
like you could see his brain working. Then his hand would 
shoot up and he’d shout ‘Stop! Stop! Stop! Stop!’ You’d have 

this feeling of ‘Oh gosh, we’ve got to get this right.’”

“Jack does not demand respect for person or a work, he 
commands it,” said Scott-Wiley. “He himself has such respect 
for the work and for the work that everyone in the theater is 
doing, and he treats them with respect. That is the gateway 
into encouraging others to take ownership of a play or a part. 
He is able to instill a sense of pride and a work ethic that 
college kids today don’t always walk in the door with.” 

Benjamin’s methods and pedagogy are geared not just 
to educate, but to infuse the habits and lay the groundwork 
for a successful career in theater for his students. Creating 

a foundation in the fundamentals of 
technique and knowledge of the American 
canon has been Benjamin’s way of 
giving his students a better chance for a 
sustainable career in a highly competitive 
field. As a freshman, Casey Hendershot 
’93 was new to theater and was cast as 
Dr. Gibbs by Benjamin in a previous 
production of “Our Town” at USC Aiken, 
a role he landed almost by accident. “I 
just came out to watch the auditions for 
extra credit and thought, ‘Hell, I could do 
that.’ So I went up and did a monologue, 
not thinking anything of it,” Hendershot 
recalled. “The next day my friends came 

up and started congratulating me on getting the part and I 
thought, ‘Uh-oh.’”

Over the next several years, Hendershot studied intensively 
with Benjamin. “Jack really grounded me in the basics and 
that made it easier for me to go into the real world and make 
a living in theater and film.” Hendershot has had a successful 
career, in part acting but also as a trusted assistant to Burt 
Reynolds, and, notably, as a stuntman. “Stunts are great, 
but I’m 47 and you can’t do them forever,” said the 6’ 6” 
Hendershot, who once executed a 25-foot blind fall out of 
a window. “I love acting and prefer it to stunts, and not just 
because it doesn’t hurt.” 

Teaching directors presents a different set of challenges. 
Directors must excel at everything from logistics to psychology 
to make their vision manifest for the audience. Lund worked 
as co-director with Benjamin in her final semester on a 
production of “The Fantasticks.” “There are so many aspects 
of a play that people don’t often think about when watching 
a show: costumes and costume changes, light, sound, props, 
makeup, hair,” Lund said. “My notebook when I was directing 
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this play with Jack was four inches thick because I had layouts 
and drawings and all these other things. But Jack wasn’t like 
that. He had this thin little binder with the script and a few 
notes. It felt like he could see everything, and he was able to 
bring that incredible vision to the stage for his audience. I 
learned so much from him, and got a whole new respect for 
what it takes bring a play to fruition.”

Engendering trust is perhaps the most important aspect 
of educating directors, said Benjamin. “When you’re working 
with students who are learning to be directors, you have to 
help them understand that they can’t make all the choices for 
their actors. It’s like working with kids, you have to let them 
make mistakes, and let them learn from those mistakes, let 
them create within themselves. Don’t be a puppeteer.” The 
global outlook on the stage and production is equally critical. 
“Pay attention to what’s going on away from the focal point. 
Look at what’s happening on the other side of the stage, for 
instance. As audience members, we get bored and may look 
over on the stage right side while the guy on the stage left side 
is talking. What are they doing over there? Are they still on the 
play? Are they still in the world?”

Resilience is another useful trait in the theater business. 
Theater productions that complete a run without a lighting 
bank crashing down, a lead actor contracting a norovirus, 
or similar calamities are rare. “Any time there is a crisis Jack 
jumps in and gets things done,” said Scott-Wiley. “One time 
our tech director had emergency surgery on his appendix right 
before a show opened. Jack just put on jeans and sneakers and 
said ‘I guess we’ll be staying up really late tonight hanging 
lights because it’s Wednesday and we’ve sold tickets for Friday.’ 
He has created an atmosphere where we all just roll up our 
sleeves and help each other get things done, and that is a lovely 
thing to be a part of in university theater. I have colleagues 
in university theater departments around the country, and a 
lot of them do not have such a supportive and collaborative 
environment to work in.”

Over his four decades of teaching, Benjamin has 
accumulated numerous accolades. In 2002, he won the John 
F. Kennedy Center Medallion for his work in educational 
theater, and in 2004 he was given the Founders Award, 
the highest honor bestowed by the South Carolina Theatre 
Association. In 2006, Benjamin received the Suzanne 
Davis Memorial Award for Distinguished service from the 
Southeastern Theatre Conference, the largest professional 
theatre organization in the country, and a group he served for 
many years, including four terms as president. 

One of the highlights of Benjamin’s career came in 2001, 
when his production of Kathy Doss’ short play “Clouds” 
was selected as the regional entry for the Kennedy Center 
American College Theater Festival’s Ten-Minute Play Award. 
“I was as nervous as a cat,” Benjamin recalled. Having visited 
the Kennedy Center since his youth, it had a hallowed place 
in Benjamin’s heart. “I’ve walked those halls in the lobby area 
since the building was built. But to be able to go backstage, 
and to walk through all the various different theaters 
backstage, and all the places that the visiting public never gets 
to see, that was amazing to me. I’ll never, never forget it; it was 
just phenomenal,” he said.

“My career has been centered around educational theater 
and the enjoyment of it,” Benjamin continued. “Working 
in theaters has been like nothing you can imagine. It’s just 
so rewarding to watch students and I’ve been blessed in that 
opportunity to work with a lot of really amazingly talented 
individuals here. Being here in Aiken, well, it’s a very special 
University.” 

In November, Benjamin was inducted into the 
South Carolina Theatre Hall of Fame at their 
annual convention held in the Etherredge Center 
and in academic buildings across the University 
campus.


